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ABSTRACT 

Generally, there are three kinds of software that 
could be used in "college writing courses: word processing programs, 
interactive questionnaires, and text parsers. Although the benefits 
of these programs are well kn6wn, they still pose some problems; Word 
processors, for example, have been designed to "process" existing 
text; few have been designed to meet the needs of online composing. 
The problem with, interactive questionnaires is yiat the text is 
fixed, while the problem with text parsers is their inability to 
analyze content. A software package that hopes to solve these 
problems and provide the teacher with the means to create computer , 
based aids, prompts, and exercises is A Computer Composing 
Educational Software System (ACCESS^ . Among its features are a niimBer 
of exercises already designed /and written by and for composition 
teachers. Teachers might borrow an exercise and adapt it to a 
particular class and students. Or, they might create exercises such 
as entering sample texts that students could react to in writing* 
When teachers sit down to create such exercises, they can choose from 
nested menus. The first menu, for instance ," of fers exercises for 
prewriting, drafting, or revision aids, or drill and practice. 
Although ACCESS is in large part already programed, it still awaits 
debugging and testing. (HOD) 
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^dapting MicrocoMputere for use in College Composition Courses^ 

by 

Craig Hansen and Lance Wilcox 
University of Minnesota 
Program in Composition and Communication 
Minneapolis, Minnesota 
•» ' , 

Supported by a grant front the Fund for the Improvement of 
Post-Secondary Education (Lillian Bridwelland Donald Roes, co- 
principal investigators), a research team at the Program in 
Composition and Communication at the University of Minnesota has 
been examining the'^^vses df microcomputers in college writing 
courses. Our investigation, currently in its second year, has 
consisted of two parts: first, the reviewing of commercial and 
expe^rimental software relevant to writing courses; and second, 
the dtevel opuent o-^ new softitre to meet the needs of our own 
curriculum. In this article we will briefly eummarize our 
analyses of existing" programs and then describe the software 
system we now have under development. 

From our experience in testing and reviewing software, we 
have found it difficult to make any kind of evaluation without 
specific applications i^n mind. In our own case, we are working 
within a writing prograro^ that is strongly process based, vjhat 
is, we spend post of our time teaching students how to develop, 



organize, and preseAt their ideas, rother than focusing on the 
grammar and mechanics of the final written product. Most of our 
Instructors use some l^ersion of the Flower and Hayes problem- 
solving approach to writing. Fuutherxnore , the instructors enjoy 
great freedom in how they organize their writing courses and in 
the roaterial afid assignments they presents Thus, for software to 
meet our needs^ it must be amenable to teaching writing as a 
process and be adaptable to our instructors' various approaches. 

Very generally, we reviewed three kinds of software that 
could be used in writing courses. These were word processing 
programs, interactive questionnaires, and text parsers. We found 
that there were potential benefits and problems with all three. 
For the sake of brevity, and since the benefits of these have 
been well documented, we will focus on the problems and then 
offer our own solution for incorporating microcomputers into a 
writing curriculum* 

l!f2r^ Er^c^ssors- Host word processing systems (including 
all commercially avoilpble ones) have been designed to "process" 
existing text. This^ Includes various formatting procedures, 
smalJ ecaJLe revisions, and the insertion of new' mat eri a 1 into an 
alre^y existing document. The command structure of the typical 
word processor reflects t he s e -pr i or i t i es . Few have been designed 
to meet the rneeds of on-line composing. As ^^^a— c'onsequence , 
etudente find the^r ability to Bake their writing look 

4 

professional very seductive: the Host intellectually impoverished 
essay looks just as good as the one with Jneaningful content. 
Furtheraore, even studente who have learned to make Multiple 
drafts of a paper will be tenpted to fall back intp the "perfect 
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first draft " syndrome. It is simply too easy to fuee with every 
word, every idea. This does not affect every student in the same 
way, but the potential problem does^exist. ^ 

Realizing that most word processors have not been designed 
to help student writers compose is the first step toward using 
them in a pedagogically enlightened way. The instructor cannot 
remain passive and let the students figure out for themselves how 
they will write on t'he machines. Rather, the instructor must 
actively teach students how best to^use these programs; they^ 



should particularly encourage students to learn and to use th 
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commands that allow revision on a more global e cal e ,( e .-g^ , search 
and replace, block ^moves, '^reading in" files'). 

Id*: Elective Questionnaires. Interactive questionnaires 
allow, students to create text in response to leading questions, 
usually to aid in prewriting. Conceptually, these represent 
perhaps the most enlightened use of computers in writing 
instruction. They can successfully model for students 
quest i on/answer heuristics for zerping in on a topic, as well as 
helpir^g the student develop useful information about the topic or 
intended audience. These too, however, have their limitations. 

The problem is that interactive questionnaires, like 
virtually all software, come as static packages: the text is 
fixed. Our idea' of ten questions that help students begin a 
paper nay no^. be your idea of ten such questions; but if you buy 
our questionnaire program, our ten questions are the ones you've 
got, and there is no way you can change them. Furthermore, our 
ten questions will necessarily have to be very general, so that' 



' -r 
the_y will be relevant to the larffest number of paper topics 

pofisible. They muy show students how to apply quesiiohs to begin 
a paper, but ^in^ali likelihood will not serve them as a useful' 
resource time after time/ 

However, if you, as the individual writing i ns ^ ructor could 
enter your own questions or text into one of these (very clever) 
programs, these problems would disappear, (More on that latet-.) 

Text Parsers. Text parsers are pragrams that use the 

/ 

computer for what 4t's be^t at: counting and categorizing. These 
programs compare the characters in a text file to those in a data 
base, and if they match, they trigger certain functions or screen 
displays. To the student, the computer has found all of her or 
his passives, fuz?y words, abstract nouns, or missing periods. 
Unfortunately, the program will usually flag anything it finds in 
a negative or ambiguous way, like "you may have too many passive 



verbs," or "your sentences may be too long." 

We have found that our graduate students make good use of 
these programs: they are good writers and make few mistakes. 
What the computer finds is usually a legitimate problem (most 
often a typo).<'But for less experienced writers, text parsers can 
be intimidating. One program we looked at furnished 6 ^pages of 
analysis (much of it statistical) for three pages of text. This 
ie probably not a terribly constructive experience for students. 
Thfe computer becomes an arbiter rather than a tool, though it is 
very poorly equipped at this stage to judge anything. The simple 
truth ifli that no pjrograi^ can analyze content . Additionally, such 
parsers stress the surface features of the text, which works 
against viewing writing as a process. Unless used with great 
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care, we are nj^t optiniiBtic tibout the contribution text parsers 
have to make tT^^writing instruction. 

Again, one of the major problems we found in using any of 
these software packages was, the programs' inflexibility. Whether 
the programs were interactive "mind-picking" questionnaires for 
use in prewriting, stand alone dri 1 1 and - pract i ce exercises, or 
text parsers of one sort or' another, we always felt the same 
frustration. - We could not get in- there and tamper with the 
programs. We could not add or delete particular questions. We 
could not get the "fuzzy word" checkers to highlight our 
s>tudents' fuzzy words. We could hot get the b r a i n 8 1 o rm ing 
exercises to conjur^ up the right storms, or even blow them in 
what we thought the best direction. Nor, so far as we could 
tell, was this problem being addressed by designers and producers 
Qf educational software, with few exceptions. 

In considering these problems, we soon realized that even 
the ability to adapt existing programs was still only a half-way 
measure- -What ^ve finally needed was a software system that would 
allow the teacher without any previous training in computer lore 
to write such exercises for his or her own particular students. 

In the past, this capability has been available, albeit 
clums,ily, though "authoring systems" and CAI (Computer Assisted 
Instruction) languages. Both of these approaches, however, are 
eevei^^ly restricted in' their usefulness for moat instructors. 

"Authoring systems^" provide a teacher a particular 
instructional format, such as passages of explanation, true-false 
or Bult iple-choice questions, and allow the teacher to "pour in" 
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whatever content she chooses. The better aystems also allow the 
teacher to explain 'al3 possible ans-wers to the questions, both 
right and wrong. Their primary use has been in developing 
training materials for employees in p r i v a t e . corpora t i o^is . For 
di»i 11-and- pract ice exercises, they may be useful enough^^ but in 
teaching writing, the sorts of exercises an authoring system 
makes available are rarely very helpful. CAI languages are 
programming languages that have been stripped down and simplified 

i 

for ease of learning. They still require, however, more time to 
waster than most teachers will care to invest; and their very 
"simplification" inevitably restricts the range of instructional 
programs that can be written with thejm. 

We are presently working on a software package we hope will 
finesse these problems and provide the teacher the ineans to 
create computer-based aids, prompts, and exercises for his 
students, while requiring no more training than would suffice to 
learn a word processor. ^ 

We ca;Jl this system ACCESS. The acronym stands for A 
Computer Composing Educational Software Systeu. We use the 
phrase "software system" to discriminate ACCESS from the sorts of 
"a-uthoring systems" described above. It will in fact have aost 
of the capabilities of an authjDring system, but these will 
constitute only a fraction of its powers. The phrase "Computer 
Composing" indicates the instructional needs we are particularly 
concerned to address. Learning to writfe means producing prose, 
reading^ prose, adding prose, removing prose, rearranging prose, 
and throwing it all away and starting over. Any computer-based 
instructional materials inteifded to help this process along will. 



at the very least, require t ex t hand 1 i ng capacitiea of some 
Bophistication. Fixed format questions (e.g., tru^^/false or 
multiple choice) will not fill the bill. 

Again, in trying to understand the purpose and function of 
ACCESS, you need to bear in mind the final "product." w^are 
aiming at as teachers of writing. We already use computers in 
our^ourses, though so far. only for word processing. We want our 
studentia to be able to sit down at the computer and, in the 
process of^working through pre-writing prompts, drafting, and - 
revision exercises, develop a paper (on disk) ready to be printed 
out and handed in. We want our exercises and prompts under the 
same umbrella program as our word processor, so that, if the 
student chooses, he or she need never work away from the 
terminal. And again, we want the teacher to be able. to design and 
"program" these exercises herself. ^ 

When the teacher site downjfto create Such exercises, he will 
be presented with alaeries of choices in the form of nested 

menus. The first menu, for instance, will offer the teacher the^ 

. - 1 / 

choice of working on, roughly, pre-wr i t i ng draft i ng , or revision 

aids, or "stand-alone" dri 1 1 - an d-p r act i ce exercises. Tlys teacher 
then decides where in the writing process he intends to Intervene 
through Computerized instruction. 

The teacher then chooses among exercises within that class 
of varying degrees of "pref ab r i cat i on , " or moves directly to 
create an exercise from scratch. Among its other featureis ACOKSS 
will include a number of exercises already designed and written 
by and for composition teachers. If, after reviewing them, the 
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teacher- decides that one o.f them will satisfy her own pedagogical 
purposes exactly, she can s i mp 1 y appr opri at it as it stands. 
^'ACCESS will record the exercise 6nto 'a separate disk;, and ^ 
students can be instructed to use that disk, call up the 
particular, exercise required, and work through it. This is the 
simplest approach the teacher could take with ACCESS; its closest 
analog in using printed cur r i cu 1 a r ma t e r i al s would be 
photocopying the exercijses in somebody else's textbook and 
distributing thero for classroom use just as they are. 

A second option would be borrowing an exercise, but adapting 
it for your own particular class and studenta-v-^ Any of the - 
^^ demonstration exercises accompanying ACCESS the teacher will be 
able to amend at will. Whether the exercise is a series oT 
leading questions, interactive items, style checkers, or simply 
instructions to be displayed on screen while the writer is 
working, ACCESS will allow the teacher'to add, delete, or revise 
however she wishes.' 

A third option is for a teacher to create exercises. She 
might choose and enter sample texts that students could. react to 
in writiAg.^ Or she^might enter a set of pas s i ve- vo i ce sentences 
with instructions on how to rewrite them as active-voice. Here, 
in fact, if the teacher so desired, she could select, as with a ^ 
standard authoring system, a straightforward true/false or 
aiultiple choice question format and pour in the material to be 
tested. Both the structure and material of the exercise could be 
altered at any point. 

From the teacher's perspective, the operatibn would look 

something like aia follows: 

<» * 
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1) Enter a name for the students to call the exercise up by 

2) Enter some kind of opening overview. This can be either 
a text you type in with the ACCESS editor, or a menu 
presenting various options to the prospective student 

wri t er . 

3 A) If the teacher so chooses, the actual exercise can be 

eimple linear sequence of vai<^ious texts, instructions, 

( 

questions, and oppor t lin i t i es for tiie student to respond 
with written answers of (virtually) any length. 
Depending on how the teacher arranges the exercise, the 
student may be compelled to answer in order every 
question on it, or she might have the option of paging 
back and forth over the mater ial , responding as she is 
moved to do bo. V ^ 
3 B) If the teacher ^ introducecf a ''meruA, he will have to 
^ specif^ what activities accbmpany each choice. These 
could themselves be linear sequences of the 9^rt 
described above, or could lead to further mpnus yet, 
4) Finally, each sequence would end with either the student 
returning to the opening menu or logging off and taking a 
print- out of the exercise and her answers for future 
reference. The student's answers would also be available 
for develppment into a formal text, using a word processor 
on a compatible operating system. 

^Such, at any rate, is our goal. At present, ACCBSS is in 

/ 

large part al ready . progranned , though it still awaits debugging, 
and testing. A prototype should be up and running by Fall of 
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1984. with, perhaps, a final viersion - complete with exercis^ - 
available ty mid- 1985. This particular veraion'will be capable 
of woBt of the applications jwe have been deBcribing here, though 
building in the text parsers and true/false, multiple-choice^ 



question formats will require a little longer yet. 
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